insanity. The essays in Insanity, institutions and society are illustrative of the shift that has taken place. Not only have their authors eschewed overarching generalizations, but they have begun to examine sources that were all but neglected by their predecessors. The result is a far more complex and variegated portrait of the rise of the asylum, its functions, the role of public officials as well as family members, and the relationship between the prevailing welfare system and the care and treatment of the insane.
In a brief review it is difficult to do justice to the essays in this collection, which deal not only with England and Wales, but with Scotland, Ireland, India, and South Africa as well. Overall they demonstrate that tradition as well as modernization shaped the development of the asylum. As in the United States, the forces of centralization encountered demands for local autonomy. Families, moreover, played a role in both commitment and discharge. Nor was asylum care the result of the imposition of medical hegemony; a variety of social and political agents shaped its evolution. Patient populations were far more heterogeneous; they were not only drawn from the lower orders.
In many of these essays the relationship between economic and institutional change becomes far more tenuous, if not untenable. "The issue", Joseph Melling notes in his introductory essay, "is whether we can usefully read the foundation of the Victorian asylum and the practical work of early psychiatry as the product of a peculiarly bourgeois view of the world which underwrote bourgeois hegemony by filling the corridors of these new institutions with the unproductive labouring poor and imposing medical authority on the broader mass of working people who never entered the asylum but feared that they might" (p. 10). Many of the contributors to this volume suggest a far more complex reality. Indeed, some of them demonstrate that the building of asylums was strongly contested and represented a conservative reaction to the growing commercialization of English society. In short, the editors and contributors to Insanity, institutions and society deserve our thanks for significantly expanding our understanding of the rise of the asylum in nineteenth-century Britain. Taken as a group, these essays provide dramatic evidence of the value of deep research in primary sources and the folly of identifying asylums and psychiatry with the larger universe. 
